
Cause of the Civil War Lesson Plan 
By Donell Osborne 

Etowah High School, Woodstock, GA 
 

Central Historical Question: 
Why did the Civil War begin? 

 
Materials: 

• Copies of Document A:  South Carolina Ordinance of Session 
• Copies of Document B:  Abraham Lincoln’s First Inaugural Address 
• Copies of Document C:  Alexander Stephens’ Cornerstone Speech  

 
Plan of Instruction: 
1. Introduce the lesson: Today we’re going to ask a question that will help us understand the 
Civil War:  Why did the Civil War begin?   
 
2. Review the background of Southern secession using “The Union Splits” PowerPoint.   
 
3.  Students should be divided into groups of six and then subdivided into groups of two.  Each 
pair should be assigned one of the three documents.  The pair should read the document and then 
complete the corresponding section of the chart. 
 
4.  Once each pair has had the opportunity to study their assigned document and complete their 
section of the chart, the group of six should reconvene.  Each group should explain the document 
they’ve been assigned, helping the other members of the group complete the remaining sections 
of the chart. 
 
5.  Once each pair has spoken, the group should come to a consensus to answer the Central 
Historical Question:  Why did the Civil War begin? This should be done using evidence from the 
documents to support all answers.  Each student should answer the question below the chart. 
 
6.  Once the groups have completed their work, the entire class should debrief.   

• Why did the Civil War begin? 
• What evidence led students to their answers? 
• Was the answer what they expected when they began the activity? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



Document A – South Carolina Ordinance of Secession (Modified) 
December 20, 1860 

We assert, that fourteen of the States have deliberately refused for years past to fulfil their 
constitutional obligations, and we refer to their own Statutes for the proof. 

The Constitution of the United States, in its 4th Article, provides as follows: 

“No person held to service or labor in one State, under the laws thereof, escaping into another, 
shall, in consequence of any law or regulation therein, be discharged from such service or labor, 
but shall be delivered up, on claim of the party to whom such service or labor may be due.” 

This stipulation was so material to the compact, that without it that compact would not have been 
made. The greater number of the contracting parties held slaves, and they had previously evinced 
their estimate of the value of such a stipulation by making it a condition in the Ordinance for the 
government of the territory ceded by Virginia, which now composes the States north of the Ohio 
river. 

The same article of the Constitution stipulates also for rendition by the several States of fugitives 
from justice from the other States. 

The General Government, as the common agent, passed laws to carry into effect these 
stipulations of the States. For many years these laws were executed. But an increasing hostility 
on the part of the non-slaveholding States to the Institution of Slavery has led to a disregard of 
their obligations, and the laws of the general government have ceased to effect the objects of the 
Constitution…Thus the constitutional compact has been deliberately broken and disregarded by 
the non-slaveholding States, and the consequence follows that South Carolina is released from 
her obligation. 

The ends for which this Constitution was framed are declared by itself to be “to form a more 
perfect union, establish justice, insure domestic tranquility, provide for the common defence, 
promote the general welfare, and secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves and our posterity.” 

These ends it endeavored to accomplish by a Federal Government, in which each State was 
recognized as an equal, and had separate control over its own institutions. The right of property 
in slaves was recognized by giving to free persons distinct political rights, by giving them the 
right to represent, and burthening them with direct taxes for three-fifths of their slaves; by 
authorizing the importation of slaves for twenty years; and by stipulating for the rendition of 
fugitives from labor. 

We affirm that these ends for which this Government was instituted have been defeated, and the 
Government itself has been made destructive of them by the action of the non-slaveholding 
States. Those States have assumed the right of deciding upon the propriety of our domestic 
institutions; and have denied the rights of property established in fifteen of the States and 
recognized by the Constitution; they have denounced as sinful the institution of Slavery; they 
have permitted the open establishment among them of societies, whose avowed object is to 



disturb the peace and to eloign the property of the citizens of other States. They have encouraged 
and assisted thousands of our slaves to leave their homes; and those who remain, have been 
incited by emissaries, books and pictures to servile insurrection. 

For twenty-five years this agitation has been steadily increasing, until it has now secured to its 
aid the power of the Common Government. Observing the forms of the Constitution, a sectional 
party has found within that article establishing the Executive Department, the means of 
subverting the Constitution itself. A geographical line has been drawn across the Union, and all 
the States north of that line have united in the election of a man to the high office of President of 
the United States whose opinions and purposes are hostile to slavery. He is to be entrusted with 
the administration of the Common Government, because he has declared that that “Government 
cannot endure permanently half slave, half free,” and that the public mind must rest in the belief 
that Slavery is in the course of ultimate extinction. 

This sectional combination for the subversion of the Constitution, has been aided in some of the 
States by elevating to citizenship, persons, who, by the Supreme Law of the land, are incapable 
of becoming citizens; and their votes have been used to inaugurate a new policy, hostile to the 
South, and destructive of its peace and safety. 

On the 4th March next, this party will take possession of the Government. It has announced, that 
the South shall be excluded from the common Territory; that the Judicial Tribunals shall be made 
sectional, and that a war must be waged against slavery until it shall cease throughout the United 
States. 

The Guaranties of the Constitution will then no longer exist; the equal rights of the States will be 
lost. The slaveholding States will no longer have the power of self-government, or self-
protection, and the Federal Government will have become their enemy. 

Sectional interest and animosity will deepen the irritation, and all hope of remedy is rendered 
vain, by the fact that public opinion at the North has invested a great political error, with the 
sanctions of a more erroneous religious belief. 

We, therefore, the people of South Carolina, by our delegates, in Convention assembled, 
appealing to the Supreme Judge of the world for the rectitude of our intentions, have solemnly 
declared that the union heretofore existing between this State and the other States of North 
America, is dissolved, and that the State of South Carolina has resumed her position among the 
nations of the world, as a separate and independent State; with full power to levy war, conclude 
peace, contract alliances, establish commerce, and to do all other acts and things which 
independent States may of right do. 

Source:  http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/south-carolina-declaration-of-
causes-of-secession/  
 
 
 
 



Document B – Abraham Lincoln’s First Inaugural Address 
Delivered in Washington, DC on March 4, 1861 

That there are persons in one section, or another who seek to destroy the Union at all events, and 
are glad of any pretext to do it, I will neither affirm or deny; but if there be such, I need address 
no word to them. To those, however, who really love the Union, may I not speak? 

Before entering upon so grave a matter as the destruction of our national fabric, with all its 
benefits, its memories, and its hopes, would it not be wise to ascertain precisely why we do it? 
Will you hazard so desperate a step, while there is any possibility that any portion of the ills you 
fly from, have no real existence? Will you, while the certain ills you fly to, are greater than all 
the real ones you fly from? Will you risk the commission of so fearful a mistake? 

All profess to be content in the Union, if all constitutional rights can be maintained. Is it true, 
then, that any right, plainly written in the Constitution, has been denied? I think not. Happily the 
human mind is so constituted, that no party can reach to the audacity of doing this. Think, if you 
can, of a single instance in which a plainly written provision of the Constitution has ever been 
denied. If, by the mere force of numbers, a majority should deprive a minority of any clearly 
written constitutional right, it might, in a moral point of view, justify revolution–certainly would, 
if such right were a vital one. But such is not our case. All the vital rights of minorities, and of 
individuals, are so plainly assured to them, by affirmations and negations, Warranties and 
prohibitions, in the Constitution, that controversies never arise concerning them. But no organic 
law can ever be framed with a provision specifically applicable to every question which may 
occur in practical administration. No foresight can anticipate, nor any document of reasonable 
length contain express provisions for all possible questions. Shall fugitives from labor be 
surrendered by national or by State authority? The Constitution does not expressly say. May 
Congress prohibit slavery in the territories? The Constitution does not expressly say. Must 
Congress protect slavery in the territories? The Constitution does not expressly say. 

From questions of this class spring all our constitutional controversies, and we divide upon them 
into majorities and minorities. If the minority will not acquiesce, the majority must, or the 
government must cease. There is no other alternative; for continuing the government, is 
acquiescence on one side or the other. If a minority, in such case, will secede rather than 
acquiesce, they make a precedent which, in turn, will divide and ruin them; for a minority of 
their own will secede from them, whenever a majority refuses to be controlled by such minority. 
For instance, why may not any portion of a new confederacy, a year or two hence, arbitrarily 
secede again, precisely as portions of the present Union now claim to secede from it. All who 
cherish disunion sentiments, are now being educated to the exact temper of doing this. Is there 
such perfect identity of interests among the States to compose a new Union, as to produce 
harmony only, and prevent renewed secession? 

Plainly, the central idea of secession, is the essence of anarchy. A majority held in restraint by 
constitutional checks and limitations, and always changing easily with deliberate changes of 
popular opinions and sentiments, is the only true sovereign of a free people. Whoever rejects it 
does, of necessity, fly to anarchy or to despotism. Unanimity is impossible; the rule of a 



minority, as a permanent arrangement, is wholly inadmissible; so that, rejecting the majority 
principle, anarchy, or despotism in some form, is all that is left… 

…One section of our country believes slavery is right, and ought to be extended, while the other 
believes it is wrong, and ought not to be extended. This is the only substantial dispute. The 
fugitive slave clause of the Constitution, and the law for the suppression of the foreign slave 
trade, are each as well enforced, perhaps, as any law can ever be in a community where the 
moral sense of the people imperfectly supports the law itself. The great body of the people abide 
by the dry legal obligation in both cases, and a few break over in each. This, I think, cannot be 
perfectly cured; and it would be worse in both cases after the separation of the sections, than 
before. The foreign slave trade, now imperfectly suppressed, would be ultimately revived 
without restriction, in one section; while fugitive slaves, now only partially surrendered, would 
not be surrendered at all, by the other… 

…My countrymen, one and all, think calmly and well, upon this whole subject. Nothing valuable 
can be lost by taking time. If there be an object to hurry any of you, in hot haste, to a step which 
you would never take deliberately, that object will be frustrated by taking time; but no good 
object can be frustrated by it. Such of you as are now dissatisfied, still have the old Constitution 
unimpaired, and, on the sensitive point, the laws of your own framing under it; while the new 
administration will have no immediate power, if it would, to change either. If it were admitted 
that You who are dissatisfied, hold the right side in the dispute, there still is no single good 
reason for precipitate action. Intelligence, patriotism, Christianity, and a firm reliance on Him, 
who has never yet forsaken this favored land, are still competent to adjust, in the best way, all 
our present difficulty. 

In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow countrymen, and not in mine, is the momentous issue of 
civil war. The government will not assail you. You can have no conflict without being yourselves 
the aggressors. You have no oath registered in Heaven to destroy the government, while I shall 
have the most solemn one to “preserve, protect and defend” it. 

I am loth to close. We are not enemies, but friends. We must not be enemies. Though passion 
may have strained, it must not break our bonds of affection. The mystic chords of memory, 
stretching from every battle–field, and patriot grave, to every living heart and hearthstone, all 
over this broad land, will yet swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely they 
will be, by the better angels of our nature. 

Source:  http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/first-inaugural-address-2/  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Document C – Alexander Stephens’ Cornerstone Speech (Modified) 
Delivered in Savannah, Georgia on March 21, 1861 

But not to be tedious in enumerating the numerous changes for the better, allow me to allude to 
one other though last, not least. The new constitution has put at rest, forever, all the agitating 
questions relating to our peculiar institution African slavery as it exists amongst us the proper 
status of the negro in our form of civilization. This was the immediate cause of the late rupture 
and present revolution. Jefferson in his forecast, had anticipated this, as the “rock upon which the 
old Union would split.” He was right. What was conjecture with him, is now a realized fact. But 
whether he fully comprehended the great truth upon which that rock stood and stands, may be 
doubted. The prevailing ideas entertained by him and most of the leading statesmen at the time 
of the formation of the old constitution, were that the enslavement of the African was in violation 
of the laws of nature; that it was wrong in principle, socially, morally, and politically. It was an 
evil they knew not well how to deal with, but the general opinion of the men of that day was that, 
somehow or other in the order of Providence, the institution would be evanescent and pass away. 
This idea, though not incorporated in the constitution, was the prevailing idea at that time. The 
constitution, it is true, secured every essential guarantee to the institution while it should last, and 
hence no argument can be justly urged against the constitutional guarantees thus secured, 
because of the common sentiment of the day. Those ideas, however, were fundamentally wrong. 
They rested upon the assumption of the equality of races. This was an error. It was a sandy 
foundation, and the government built upon it fell when the “storm came and the wind blew.” 

Our new government is founded upon exactly the opposite idea; its foundations are laid, its 
corner- stone rests, upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to the white man; that slavery 
subordination to the superior race is his natural and normal condition. This, our new government, 
is the first, in the history of the world, based upon this great physical, philosophical, and moral 
truth. This truth has been slow in the process of its development, like all other truths in the 
various departments of science. It has been so even amongst us. Many who hear me, perhaps, can 
recollect well, that this truth was not generally admitted, even within their day. The errors of the 
past generation still clung to many as late as twenty years ago. Those at the North, who still cling 
to these errors, with a zeal above knowledge, we justly denominate fanatics. All fanaticism 
springs from an aberration of the mind from a defect in reasoning. It is a species of insanity. One 
of the most striking characteristics of insanity, in many instances, is forming correct conclusions 
from fancied or erroneous premises; so with the anti-slavery fanatics. Their conclusions are right 
if their premises were. They assume that the negro is equal, and hence conclude that he is 
entitled to equal privileges and rights with the white man. If their premises were correct, their 
conclusions would be logical and just but their premise being wrong, their whole argument fails. 
I recollect once of having heard a gentleman from one of the northern States, of great power and 
ability, announce in the House of Representatives, with imposing effect, that we of the South 
would be compelled, ultimately, to yield upon this subject of slavery, that it was as impossible to 
war successfully against a principle in politics, as it was in physics or mechanics. That the 
principle would ultimately prevail. That we, in maintaining slavery as it exists with us, were 
warring against a principle, a principle founded in nature, the principle of the equality of men. 
The reply I made to him was, that upon his own grounds, we should, ultimately, succeed, and 
that he and his associates, in this crusade against our institutions, would ultimately fail. The truth 
announced, that it was as impossible to war successfully against a principle in politics as it was 



in physics and mechanics, I admitted; but told him that it was he, and those acting with him, who 
were warring against a principle. They were attempting to make things equal which the Creator 
had made unequal. 

In the conflict thus far, success has been on our side, complete throughout the length and breadth 
of the Confederate States. It is upon this, as I have stated, our social fabric is firmly planted; and 
I cannot permit myself to doubt the ultimate success of a full recognition of this principle 
throughout the civilized and enlightened world. 

As I have stated, the truth of this principle may be slow in development, as all truths are and ever 
have been, in the various branches of science. It was so with the principles announced by Galileo 
it was so with Adam Smith and his principles of political economy. It was so with Harvey, and 
his theory of the circulation of the blood. It is stated that not a single one of the medical 
profession, living at the time of the announcement of the truths made by him, admitted them. 
Now, they are universally acknowledged. May we not, therefore, look with confidence to the 
ultimate universal acknowledgment of the truths upon which our system rests? It is the first 
government ever instituted upon the principles in strict conformity to nature, and the ordination 
of Providence, in furnishing the materials of human society. Many governments have been 
founded upon the principle of the subordination and serfdom of certain classes of the same race; 
such were and are in violation of the laws of nature. Our system commits no such violation of 
nature’s laws. With us, all of the white race, however high or low, rich or poor, are equal in the 
eye of the law. Not so with the negro. Subordination is his place. He, by nature, or by the curse 
against Canaan, is fitted for that condition which he occupies in our system. The architect, in the 
construction of buildings, lays the foundation with the proper material-the granite; then comes 
the brick or the marble. The substratum of our society is made of the material fitted by nature for 
it, and by experience we know that it is best, not only for the superior, but for the inferior race, 
that it should be so. It is, indeed, in conformity with the ordinance of the Creator. It is not for us 
to inquire into the wisdom of His ordinances, or to question them. For His own purposes, He has 
made one race to differ from another, as He has made “one star to differ from another star in 
glory.” The great objects of humanity are best attained when there is conformity to His laws and 
decrees, in the formation of governments as well as in all things else. Our confederacy is founded 
upon principles in strict conformity with these laws. This stone which was rejected by the first 
builders “is become the chief of the corner” the real “corner-stone” in our new edifice. I have 
been asked, what of the future? It has been apprehended by some that we would have arrayed 
against us the civilized world. I care not who or how many they may be against us, when we 
stand upon the eternal principles of truth, if we are true to ourselves and the principles for which 
we contend, we are obliged to, and must triumph. 

Thousands of people who begin to understand these truths are not yet completely out of the shell; 
they do not see them in their length and breadth. We hear much of the civilization and 
Christianization of the barbarous tribes of Africa. In my judgment, those ends will never be 
attained, but by first teaching them the lesson taught to Adam, that “in the sweat of his brow he 
should eat his bread,” and teaching them to work, and feed, and clothe themselves. 

Source:  http://teachingamericanhistory.org/library/document/cornerstone-speech/  
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Coming to a Consensus: 
Why did the Civil War begin?  After your group’s discussion, answer the question using three 
pieces of evidence from the documents to support your answer. 


